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Community and economic regeneration 
through strengthening the local food economy 
Abstract:The goal of this project was to work with institutional food buyers to explore and implement ways Principal Investigator: 
that would help them purchase a greater portion of their food supply from local/regional farmers and Kamyar Enshayan 
processors. Center for Energy and 
Background 
Project organizers believed that institutional 
markets offered significant potential for ex­
panded sales of local agricultural products. 
This would result in greater retention and 
investment of local food dollars in Iowa. 
Project objectives were to: 
1.	 Determine the proportion of the locally or 
regionally produced food currently pur­
chased by two major institutional food 
buyers in northeast Iowa, 
2.	 Understand and document the constraints 
as well as opportunities for institutional 
food buyers to purchase locally produced 
food, 
3.	 Develop and implement methods to in­
crease purchases of locally and regionally 
produced food by the cooperating institu­
tions, 
4.	 Develop relationships with the people who 
are served food at these institutions and 
make them aware of the benefits of locally 
and regionally produced food, 
5.	 Develop a resource packet that would be 
helpful in linking buyers, growers, pro­
cessors, and distributors of locally pro­
duced food, and 
6.	 Document what was learned and share it 
with others. 
Approach and methods 
The primary approach used was to work one-
on-one to establish a relationship with food 
buyers. The University of Northern Iowa 
(UNI) Dining Services, Allen Memorial Hos­
pital (Waterloo) Food Services, and Rudy’s 
Tacos agreed to participate in the project. The 
dollars spent in various food categories (i.e., 
fresh and frozen vegetables, fresh and frozen 
meat, etc.) were documented for each institu­
tion. 
Using existing farmer directories and farmers 
market contacts, a pool of 20 farmers was 
identified as interested in working with coop­
erating food buyers. Early in the season, stu­
dent interns were assigned to work with each 
food buyer to assist with weekly ordering. The 
interns placed orders, documented every pur­
chase, prepared publicity materials for the 
customers, and summarized purchasing data. 
Results and discussion 
Food expenditures at the UNI Dining Services 
for 1997 were close to $2 million. Allen Me­
morial Hospital spent more than $725,000 in 
1997. If even a portion of these food dollars 
stayed in the area, the economic impact would 
be considerable. In the first year of the project, 
UNI increased its local food purchases from 0 
to 11 percent of the total, while Allen Memo­
rial went from 0 to 22 percent in 1998 and up 
to 30 percent in 1999. (UNI did not participate 
in 1999 because of kitchen renovations and a 
change in their computer system.) Rudy’s 
Tacos purchased 37 percent of its foodstuffs 
locally in 1997, but with assistance from this 
Environmental 
Education 
University of Northern 
Iowa 
Cedar Falls, IA 
Budget: 
$16,400 for year one 
$16,900 for year two 
$16,900 for year three 
Leopold Center Progress Reports	 Volume 10 (2001) 
project the total rose to 47 percent in 1998 and 
61 percent in 1999. 
Is locally grown food more expensive? Based 
on the word from food buyers, there is no 
simple answer. If only price is considered, 
some items are cheaper purchased locally while 
others are more expensive. Looking at sea­
sonal totals, costs seemed to average out for 
the cooperating institutions. Plus, as one buyer 
stressed, price is only one of many consider­
ations when calculating total expense. Local 
products often may be higher quality, fresher, 
and more likely to satisfy customers. 
Most of the local products used were fruits and 
vegetables, but the project also helped institu­
tions switch to local meat purveyors. This 
change allowed the food services to use beef 
raised in Black Hawk and Bremer counties and 
processed at a local meat locker. 
The project also noted several barriers to local 
food purchases that will need attention if insti­
tutions are to continue to increase their local 
buying. Many institutions have contracts that 
may require them to make most of their pur­
chases from one or more distributors. Unless 
there is some flexibility in these contracts, 
local buying potential is limited. In some cases, 
institutions have told farmers that a minimum 
of $1 million insurance is necessary to become 
a vendor for that establishment. None of the 
institutions involved in this project required 
such insurance, but the possibility exists in 
other venues. 
Only ten farmers were used to supply this 
institutional market, but more would be needed 
if the institutional market increased or if present 
suppliers were unable to provide enough fruits 
and vegetables to meet the demand. Also, 
there is a lack of food processors in Iowa. 
Since institutional markets often require pre­
processed products, this could hinder an in­
crease in local food buying. More planning 
and flexibility is required by the institutional 
kitchens to deal with unprocessed food items. 
Promoters of local food purchases need to 
encourage enthusiasm and interest on the part 
of institutional food buyers and kitchen work­
ers to build good working relationships. Farm 
tours, seasonal charts for product availability, 
and workshops with experienced chefs are 
among the initiatives that will help develop 
ownership and commitment to local food 
sources. 
Conclusions 
•	 Each institution is different. Management 
system, product needs, client needs, ven­
dor arrangements, and potential benefits 
from local buying vary for each institu­
tion. 
•	 A positive working relationship with the 
food buyer/staff is critical. Trust and com­
mitment must be built through an ongoing 
relationship. 
•	 Food service managers are extremely busy. 
They are more receptive to integrating 
local buying when they receive outside 
assistance that makes the process less time-
consuming for them. 
•	 It can be done. Institutional markets are 
significant and can be expanded for local 
growers. 
•	 It takes time. Strengthening the local food 
economy requires establishment of new 
relationships, new marketing pathways, 
and a new infrastructure. 
•	 Much more can be done to expand institu­
tional markets. 
•	 Public policies at the state level are needed 
to provide incentives for institutional buy­
ers to buy locally. States could compel 
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state-funded institutions to develop plans 
that significantly increase their purchases 
of locally grown foods. The state could 
assist with identifying local food sources 
and additional funding. 
•	 The economic and societal benefits of 
local food buying need to be documented 
more thoroughly. 
Impact of results 
Several institutions invested more of their food 
dollars locally. In the second and third years of 
the project, three buyers spent $110,000 and 
$135,000 on local products. This benefited 
local farmers. Five new food buyers at other 
institutions have now been added to the initial 
trio. 
Results from this project have been shared 
with other local food initiatives in Iowa and 
beyond. An internship program has been cre­
ated to train college students to assist food 
buyers in making local purchases. 
Education and outreach 
Presentations about the project have been made 
to farmers, food buyers, economic develop­
ment officials, agricultural lenders, and other 
local food organizers. Food service staffers 
who have worked with local food products 
have made presentations about their experi­
ences to other food service workers. The project 
also organized field trips for the food service 
staff to see nearby farms where the food was 
produced. 
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